Rochester had next to nothing in its modern literary collection and,
TheAOneAPlaceAonAEarth:A ATaleAofAFiveA rchivesAandAHenryADavidAThoreau John Ashbery; who was born just east of Rochester in the atmospheric lakeside village of Pultneyville; but realizing that sooner or later I would probably have to pretend that I understand his poetry; I hesitated. UR already owned the papers of Adelaide Crapsey; a legitimate BAL poet whose only book of poetry; Verse (1915), gave literature the "cinquain," a kind of haiku-on-crack verse form she invented. I finally settled on Frederick Exley, John Gardner, Jerre Mangione, and William Heyen.
For these four authors and the African American writer John A. Williams, also a Syracuse graduate, the University of Rochester Library is now the collection of record, the one place on earth that has everything, or nearly everything they have written. We have-and have sought-published work by these writers in every edition, printing, language, and format, from proofs to paperbacks, as well as all the original manuscripts, correspondence, and personal and professional ephemera in the author 's possession at the time of acquisition and beyond, right down to shopping lists and parking tickets. Anyone undertaking serious scholarly work in these authors and their times will have to do much of it in Rochester. For most of these, and the 10 or 15 other major book and archival collections we acquired since 1978, we have the cash, care, and commitment of a small cadre of donors to thank. Most of our best collections cost the library little or nothing. Ray's publications blossomed from loss. When his wife Anne died in midlife and a heart attack forced him to retire from his business, Ray lived alone with his books and his grief. He never remarried and never wanted to. Instead, he researched and wrote his books on Thoreau.
Raymond R. Borst: Not of the Vast Majority of Men
The informed attention of rare book curators is always validating to collectors, who may not be well understood and appreciated even by those closest to them, who are, in fact, sometimes treated with a gentle, patient contempt. Ray enjoyed the attention I enjoyed paying him. We quickly became good friends: countless lunches together at the Sherwood Inn in Skaneateles, long afternoons of book talk, visits with other bookish friends, forays into area bookstores. I even took Ray to see Titanic the last movie he ever saw. At the same time, he toyed with me over the two decades of our friendship, using Thoreau as a kind of bibliographical wallet on a string. Speaking in one month of parting TheAOneAPlaceAonAEarth:A ATaleAofAFiveA rchivesAandAHenryADavidAThoreau with his books and backing off in the next, he let me know that other libraries were in the running. He later admitted he was afraid that, having acquired his collection, I might then ignore him. What a base less fear. Ray was a second father to me. Among the last to see him alive, I miss him every day.
When he finally committed to the University of Rochester as a home for his collection, it had a price tag that, though more than reasonable, I knew we could not meet; and I got scared. In the end, I was able to Where was the King of the Slobs, as he'd portrayed himself in his books? Maybe the wild, drunken, to-hell-with-the-world-and-itsconventions Frederick Exley was a fiction only. After some chitchat, he set me up at a desk before a few boxes that contained "the archive," excused himself, and left the house. It took him so long to return that I began to wonder how badly I'd botch things if I left for Rochester without saying good-bye. When he finally wobbled through the door, he was so sloshed that I instantly realized good-byes were irrelevant.
It didn't take me long to see that we could not make Fred a high offer for his papers, and I figured that, his continual personal insolvency having amounted to a minor theme in A Fan's Notes he was highly unlikely to donate. What Fred had in his apartment at the time of my visit was important, all right; there just wasn't much of it. He had published only TheAOneAPlaceAonAEarth:A ATaleAofAFiveA rchivesAandAHenryADavidAThoreau two books, after all; and though it featured a sheaf of surprising and significant letters from the novelist John Cheever, a few from Robert Penn Warren, Don DeLillo, Larry McMurtry (one of which advised Fred to sell his manuscripts dear!), and others, his correspondence-always a major measure of an author 's archive-was not much more extensive than his manuscripts. At that point, too, only part of the original manuscript of A Fan's Notes was present. When, a year after the acquisition, Fred's sister, Frances Brown, phoned to say she'd found the rest of it, I let out a whoop.
Back in Rochester, I wrote Fred a letter full of unbridled enthusiasm for his work and a bridled purchase offer for his papers. Greeting my embar rassingly meager figure with angry, wounded sarcasm, he wrote back with the suggestion that I visit for a cookout, "using the manuscripts to start the charcoal." Always the egomaniac, Fred concluded his caustic epistle by comparing himself-not unreasonably, I might add-to F. Scott Fitzgerald, an insight that permitted me to counter with the observation that, like Exley, Fitzgerald was also neglected and uncollected even at the time of his death and that in making our offer we were anticipating-not purchasing-literary renown. This flattering and heartfelt pursuit of Fred's Fitzgerald comparison seemed palliative; he phoned with a modest counteroffer, and we soon came to terms, again through the financial assistance of a good library friend. From then until his death in 1992, Fred faithfully tossed all his correspondence, notes, drafts, photos, etc., into a box he kept under his bed, the cultivation of his archive, which now fills more than 32 boxes, having become almost as important to him as to me.
John Gardner and the Infernal Revenue Service
Once on the short list for the Nobel Prize in Literature, the late John Champlin Gardner, from nearby Batavia, New York, was a world class author whose rich, extensive archive has drawn scholars to the University of Rochester from as close by as Ithaca, as far away as Sweden and India.
In July of 1978, my first year in Rochester, I purchased our nearly com- wrote to John to inquire about his papers. We arranged to meet in a bar in Binghamton, New York, near SUNY, where he taught. Gardner waltzed unforgettably in, dressed in cowboy boots, jeans, and a leather jacket, his platinum mane cascading down around his shoulders, blue eyes twinkling abstractedly, like those of a man pleasantly daydreaming. As indeed he was. After a brief conversation, he announced that he wanted vastly more money for his papers than anyone-probably including Gardner himself-believed they were worth, and that-until 1982-was that. An exchange of letters and phone calls led to a first meeting at his New Jersey home, and I don't mind telling you I was a little nervous and probably even whiter than usual as I rang the doorbell at the home of the author of TheA ngryABlack!ABut John was, as he always is, the most gentle and hospitable of men. In no time, we were sipping beers in his living room, as we have on many subsequent visits, and I felt I'd made a friend.
Back in Rochester, I ascended several administrators who had no idea whether we could swap education for papers, until finally I reached vice-president Bob France, who immediately blessed the project.
Provost Brian Thompson did not, however, though this unexpected defeat eventually also proved a blessing. We finally purchased John's papers for a sum equivalent to the cost of four years' worth of University of Rochester education. However, at the end of his freshman year TheAOneAPlaceAonAEarth:A ATaleAofAFiveA rchivesAandAHenryADavidAThoreau at Rochester John's son, Adam-now a member of a successful rock band-decided to pursue his education elsewhere, an unanticipated wrinkle that made me glad we hadn't concluded the original swap-deal after all.
So strong and important is the Williams Archive that Michele SimsBurton, a young African American English professor, recently accepted UR appointment in part, she says, because of its magnetism. This "fringe benefit" of outstanding archival collections is sometimes overlooked: first-rate faculty naturally desire to work at universities whose libraries offer first-rate support for their teaching and research.
Jerre Mangione: An Ethnic's Ethnic Ever fit and youthful, a jogger even into his 80s, Jerre was a tireless and successful champion of his own writings, a man who continually berated-and occasionally fired-his agents because they failed, as he thought, to work hard enough to keep his better books in print. 
The One Place on Earth
A research university's rare books/special collections facility is its gift to the wider world of scholarship and education, its membership dues in the society of world research libraries. Everyone is welcome. We do not charge admission. Every special collections director and some librarians understand that collections such as those I've described, so rich in the raw stuff of history and literary art, so well defined and intensively focused, are not for everyone. They are indeed special.
Effective use of what Rare Books and Special Collections has to offer requires the trained, experienced hands of seasoned researchers and scholars, who will from these materials fashion theses, articles, and books that will illuminate the cultural life of a civilization. TheAOneAPlaceAonAEarth:A ATaleAofAFiveA rchivesAandAHenryADavidAThoreau we coveted those books, we never acquired them. In the end, he decided to leave them to his daughters, and you don't-or at least I didn't-try very hard to talk a suffering, dying man out of his final decisions, how ever misguided they may seem. Eventually (it may take a while), Bob's books will probably find their way into a special collections department somewhere, as fine books from the libraries of collectors so often do. 
